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Edith Brown Clement, Circuit Judge:

William Adams filed this collective action on behalf of himself and 
others employed on All Coast’s fleet of liftboats.  Although All Coast hired 
Adams and the other plaintiffs to serve in various maritime jobs, the 
employees claim they spent most of their time doing something completely 
terrestrial: using cranes attached to the boats to move their customers’ 
equipment on and off the boats, the docks, and the offshore oil rigs. 

All Coast did not pay the plaintiffs overtime because it classified them 
as seamen, who are exempt from the overtime pay rules in the Fair Labor 
Standards Act (“FLSA”), 29 U.S.C. §§ 201 et seq.  Persuaded by All Coast’s 
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reading of the FLSA, the district court entered summary judgment for All 
Coast because the employees’ work served the liftboats’ operation “as a 
means of transportation.”  29 C.F.R. § 783.31.  We disagree.  Such a reading 
strays from the statutory and regulatory text and our jurisprudence.  As we 
explain below, All Coast was not entitled to summary judgment.  
Accordingly, we reverse and remand. 

I. 

All Coast hired Adams as an able-bodied seaman to work on its fleet 
of liftboats that service offshore oil and gas platforms in the Gulf of Mexico.1  
But despite his job title, Adams maintains that his main duty had nothing to 
do with maritime work.  Instead, Adams spent much of his time operating a 
hydraulic crane to move personnel and equipment between the liftboat and 
the dock, offshore worksite platforms, and other vessels, as well as on the 
liftboat itself.  Adams claims that because he was really a crane operator and 
not a seaman, All Coast owes him unpaid overtime wages under the FLSA. 

Adams filed a collective action on behalf of himself and other 
similarly-situated All Coast mates, deckhands, ordinary seamen, and able-
bodied seamen, who all say their job titles hide their true task: crane operator.  
Along with the crew members, liftboat cooks joined the class, alleging that 
they too are entitled to overtime pay since they spent their time cooking for 
third parties and these allegedly non-seamen crew members. 

Adams and the other crew member plaintiffs say they spent no less 
than 80 percent of their time in the jacked-up, stationary position.  Indeed, 

 

1 “A lift-boat is a self-propelled, self-elevating, offshore supply vessel. Although it 
functions and navigates much like any other supply vessel, a typical lift-boat is equipped 
with three column-like legs that can be quickly lowered to the seafloor to raise the vessel 
out of the water and stabilize it for marine operations.”  Naquin v. Elevating Boats, L.L.C., 
744 F.3d 927, 930 n.1 (5th Cir. 2014); see 46 C.F.R. § 90.10–20 (“Liftboat means an 
offshore supply vessel with moveable legs capable of raising its hull above the surface of the 
sea.”). 
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for some jobs or “hitches,” the boats were jacked up 100 percent of the time.  
And regardless the duration of the hitch, they never used the cranes when 
the boats were underway.  All told, the district court found that the plaintiffs 
“spent between 25% and 90% of their day operating the crane.”  The plaintiffs 
all ate, slept, and worked aboard a boat.  And, when they weren’t operating 
the cranes, they performed traditional maritime functions under the 
command of the boat’s captain. 

The plaintiffs claim their work servicing offshore oil and gas wells 
consisted of “the types of things that anyone engaged in oil and gas 
exploration does regardless of whether drilling onshore or offshore.”  All 
Coast job tickets list tasks like “Coil tubing ops,” “Crane ops,” “Working 
with divers,” and “Working with welders.”  Similarly, the plaintiffs’ 
deposition testimony explains how they used the cranes to hold coil tubing 
units in place for their customers on oil rigs, and to lower divers into the water 
and retrieve equipment the divers placed into the crane basket.  On the other 
hand, the record also makes plain that the crew never stepped foot on the oil 
platforms, nor did they directly drill for oil and gas. 

All Coast did not pay the crew and cooks overtime because it classified 
them as exempt seamen under the FLSA.  See 29 U.S.C. § 213(b)(6).  All 
Coast first filed a motion to dismiss, which the district court converted to 
summary judgment and then denied as premature.  But the district court later 
granted summary judgment for All Coast.  The court found that the cooks 
were exempt seamen because All Coast crew members ate at every meal the 
cooks prepared.  And although the crew spent as much as 90 percent of their 
time operating the cranes, they too were exempt seamen because the liftboat 
crane operation was a “service which is rendered primarily as an aid in the 
operation of such vessel as a means of transportation.”  29 C.F.R. § 783.31.  
Plaintiffs timely appealed. 

Case: 19-30907      Document: 00515742514     Page: 3     Date Filed: 02/11/2021



No. 19-30907 

4 

II. 

We review a grant of summary judgment de novo, “applying the same 
legal standards as the district court.”  Petro Harvester Operating Co., L.L.C. 
v. Keith, 954 F.3d 686, 691 (5th Cir. 2020). “Summary judgment is 
appropriate when ‘the movant shows that there is no genuine dispute as to 
any material fact and the movant is entitled to judgment as a matter of 
law.’”  United States v. Nature’s Way Marine, L.L.C., 904 F.3d 416, 419 (5th 
Cir. 2018) (quoting Fed. R. Civ. P. 56(a)). 

In a dispute about an FLSA exemption, the employer has the burden 
of establishing that the exemption applies by a preponderance of the 
evidence.  Faludi v. U.S. Shale Sols., L.L.C., 950 F.3d 269, 273 (5th Cir. 
2020).  The Supreme Court has “clarified that courts are to give FLSA 
exemptions ‘a fair reading,’ as opposed to the narrow interpretation 
previously espoused by this and other circuits.”  Carley v. Crest Pumping 
Techs., L.L.C., 890 F.3d 575, 579 (5th Cir. 2018) (quoting Encino Motorcars, 
L.L.C. v. Navarro, 138 S. Ct. 1134, 1142 (2018)). 

III. 

The FLSA’s baseline requirement is that any employee who works 
“longer than forty hours” in a workweek must be compensated “at a rate not 
less than one and one-half times the regular rate at which he is employed.” 
29 U.S.C. § 207(a)(1).  “An employee is not protected by this broad 
prohibition, however, if he falls within an exemption.”  Coffin v. Blessey 
Marine Servs., Inc., 771 F.3d 276, 279 (5th Cir. 2014).  Among them, “any 
employee employed as a seaman.”  29 U.S.C. § 213(b)(6).  Although the 
FLSA does not define “seaman,” we determined shortly after the FLSA’s 
enactment that the exemption applies only when an employee performs 
nautical duties: 

Since the Act does not define the word seaman, it must be 
taken in its ordinary meaning. . . . [T]he words of the exemption 
are: “Employees employed as seamen.”  The italicized words 
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mean something; they are not mere tautology.  They warn us 
to look to what the employees do, and not to rest on a mere 
matter of a name, or the place of their work.  The entire Act is 
pervaded by the idea that what each employee actually does 
determines its application to him. 

Walling v. W.D. Haden Co., 153 F.2d 196, 199 (5th Cir. 1946).   

Even so, our later decisions have recognized that the statute has its 
limits.  For that reason, we look “primarily” to the Department of Labor’s 
regulations, “which we have held to be entitled to great weight.”  Coffin, 771 
F.3d at 279 (citing Dole v. Petroleum Treaters, Inc., 876 F.2d 518, 521 (5th Cir. 
1989)); see Tony & Susan Alamo Found. v. Sec’y of Labor, 471 U.S. 290, 297 
(1985) (describing the regulation’s definition of “business purpose” under 
the FLSA as “entitled to considerable weight in construing the Act”).  
According to those criteria, an employee is a seaman if: “(1) the employee is 
subject to the authority, direction, and control of the master; and (2) the 
employee’s service is primarily offered to aid the vessel as a means of 
transportation, provided that the employee does not perform a substantial 
amount of different work.”  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 281 (citing 29 C.F.R. 
§ 783.31). 

The parties do not dispute the first part of the test.  There is no doubt 
that the employees all ate, slept, and worked aboard the vessels and were 
subject to a captain’s authority.  The dispute revolves around the second 
prong, particularly whether using a crane aids in a liftboat’s operation as a 
means of transportation.  The district court concluded that it did: “The 
amount of time the plaintiffs spent operating the crane, whether 10% of their 
time or 100%[,] is irrelevant because crane operation is seaman’s work that 
aids the vessel as a means of transportation.”  That conclusion runs contrary 
to the regulatory language and our decisions interpreting it. 

A. 

One salient example in the regulation says that “assisting in the 
loading or unloading of freight at the beginning or end of a voyage” is not 
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“connected with operation of the vessel as a means of transportation.”  29 
C.F.R. § 783.32.  Another explains that “employees on floating equipment 
who are engaged in . . . construction . . . and employees engaged in dredging 
operations or in the digging or processing of sand, gravel, or other materials 
are not employed as seamen within the meaning of the Act but are engaged 
in performing essentially industrial or excavation work.”  Id. § 783.34.  By 
the regulation’s plain language, when the crew assists with loading or 
unloading, or with “essentially industrial” tasks, that portion of their time is 
not seaman’s work. 

The record shows that the plaintiffs spent a significant amount of time 
doing just that.  Based on the plaintiffs’ depositions, the district court found 
that they “spent between 25% and 90% of their day operating the crane” “to 
transport personnel, supplies, and equipment back and forth between the 
liftboat and the dock, the liftboat and the worksite platform, the liftboat and 
other vessels, and within the liftboat itself.”  And other deposition testimony 
confirms that the crew members used the cranes only when the liftboats were 
stationary, never underway.  In short, the plaintiffs performed “loading or 
unloading of freight at the beginning or end of a voyage.”  29 C.F.R. § 783.32. 

Nor does the regulation suggest anything unique about the plaintiffs’ 
loading and unloading that would lead us to a different conclusion.  The 
regulation recognizes that all vessels will have cargo on board during 
transport.  Yet the work of handling that cargo does not qualify as seaman’s 
work.  The district court found that All Coast’s customers chartered the 
liftboats “to transport people and equipment on the liftboat to a worksite 
offshore.”  Hardly a unique task for a seagoing vessel.  But contrary to All 
Coast’s argument, the regulation suggests there is nothing special about the 
nature of All Coast’s charters that would pull crane operations into the 
vessel’s ambit “as a means of transportation.”  29 C.F.R § 783.31.  Consider 
the alternative.  If that were so then all loading and unloading would qualify 
as seaman’s work.  Yet the regulation says the opposite.  If anything, the use 
of a hydraulic crane makes the work less like a typical seaman’s, not more. 
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Recall too that All Coast’s customers chartered the liftboats to 
support their industrial activity at offshore rigs.  The plaintiffs used the 
cranes to support divers and hold coil tubing units in place.  To be sure, the 
plaintiffs were not the divers or the welders.  But they were akin to support 
crew that allowed the divers and welders to perform their industrial work.  
We would not say—indeed, we have not said, see section III.C, below—that 
these plaintiffs were engaged in seaman’s work if they performed the same 
functions from the rigs themselves.  Why should that conclusion change 
because they stayed on the liftboats?  The inquiry is “the character of the 
work” the plaintiffs did, “not on what it is called or the place where it is 
performed.”  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 280 (quoting 29 C.F.R. § 783.33); see 29 
C.F.R. § 783.34. 

Regardless, All Coast argues that “crane operation was one of many 
fully integrated seaman’s duties that aided in the safe operation of the vessel 
as a means of transportation of personnel and equipment.”  Instead of 
consulting the Department of Labor’s guidance, which All Coast urges “does 
not have the force of law and is persuasive only,” All Coast refers the court 
to dictionary definitions of “seaman” from the time of the FLSA’s 
enactment.2 

 

2 All Coast primarily takes aim at the Department of Labor’s guidance that work 
other than seaman’s work is substantial if it accounts for more than 20 percent of an 
employee’s work hours.  See 29 C.F.R. § 783.37; see also Coffin, 771 F.3d at 281.  We take 
up that argument in section III.D, below.  However, we have also considered All Coast’s 
criticism as targeting the portion of the regulation delineating seaman’s work.  All Coast 
relies on the Second Circuit’s opinion in Munoz-Gonzalez v. D.L.C. Limousine Service, Inc., 
904 F.3d 208 (2d Cir. 2018).  But Munoz-Gonzalez concerned the Department of Labor’s 
Handbook, not its regulations.  See id. at 216 (“[T]he Department of Labor’s Handbook 
lacks the force of law, and ‘is entitled to deference only to the extent that it has the ‘power 
to persuade.’” (quoting Chen v. Major League Baseball Props., Inc., 798 F.3d 72, 83 (2d Cir. 
2015))).  In contrast, of course, we have repeatedly emphasized that the Department’s 
regulations are entitled to “great weight.”  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 279 (citing Dole, 876 F.2d at 
521).  Finding no conflict here between the statute’s plain meaning and the regulatory 
guidance, we will continue to give them that weight. 
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This court often looks to dictionary definitions to determine the 
ordinary meaning of key statutory terms.  Indeed, in W.D. Haden, we 
consulted the same Webster’s definition that All Coast proffers here: “one 
whose occupation is to assist in the management of ships at sea; a mariner.”  
W.D. Haden, 153 F.2d at 198 (quoting Seaman, Webster’s New Int’l 
Dictionary (2d ed. 1934)).  But, as we have said, this court has long looked to 
the Department of Labor’s regulations too, precisely because the meaning of 
“seaman” is undefined in the statute.  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 279. 

And the definitions that All Coast cites do not dissuade us from our 
normal interpretive methods.  Black’s Law Dictionary said that a seaman 
must “in some capacity assist in [a ship’s] conduct, maintenance, or 
service.”  Seamen, Black’s Law Dictionary (3d ed. 1933).  Similarly, the 
Oxford English Dictionary said that a seaman’s “occupation or business is 
on the sea,” but, “Also, with qualifying word: One skilled in navigation.”  
Seaman, Oxford English Dictionary (1st ed. 1933).  Of these, only the first, 
unqualified, Oxford definition might support All Coast’s reading of the term 
“seaman,” but only then because of its breadth.  “That a definition is broad 
enough to encompass one sense of a word does not establish that the word is 
ordinarily understood in that sense.”  Taniguchi v. Kan Pac. Saipan, Ltd., 566 
U.S. 560, 568 (2012).  Instead, the ordinary meaning from this survey of 
definitions reinforces the Department’s regulations: a seaman’s duty must 
serve the ship’s operation as a ship. 

When read in concert, the natural reading of those regulations is that 
these plaintiffs were engaged in seaman’s work when they performed their 
nautical duties, but not when using the hydraulic cranes.  During the periods 
when they were underway, the crew performed only the nautical duties listed 
in their job descriptions.3  But when the liftboats were jacked up, the crew 

 

3 Among those duties, the crew stood lookout, checked the engine room, attached 
lifting devices to cables, spliced rope, cleaned and painted, steered the boat, and performed 
other traditional maritime duties related to navigation and upkeep.  In addition, one job 
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spent more time operating the cranes than performing their nautical tasks. 
Thus, the plain meaning of 29 C.F.R. § 783.31, and the illustrative examples 
in §§ 783.32 and 783.34, suggest the employees were not engaged in 
seamen’s work when operating the cranes. 

B. 

1. 

Our previous decisions only reinforce that conclusion.  The district 
court primarily focused its analysis on two of our cases analyzing the seaman 
exemption for plaintiffs who performed loading and unloading duties. In 
Owens v. SeaRiver Maritime, this court held that a tankerman who primarily 
loaded and unloaded petroleum products from a permanently moored barge 
was not a seaman.  272 F.3d 698, 704 (5th Cir. 2001).  But then in Coffin, we 
distinguished Owens and held that vessel-based tankermen who loaded and 
unloaded liquids were exempt seamen.  771 F.3d at 282–84.  The district 
court reasoned that this case is closer to Coffin.4  We disagree. 

The plaintiff in Owens was an experienced tankerman who had been 
reassigned from seagoing vessels to a stationary landing barge, which was an 
old oil barge that was removed from navigation and permanently moored.  
272 F.3d at 700.  The employees who worked on the landing barge loaded 
and unloaded the petroleum product like a towboat crew.  But unlike a normal 
barge, the landing barges were never towed or attended by a boat crew.  The 
court noted that the skills the tankerman used on the landing barge “were 
similar to those he used when he was a towboat crewman, although [he] 
attended the [landing] barges only for the purposes of loading and discharging 

 

description in the record notably lists the position as FLSA Non-Exempt.  Neither party 
explains that contradiction, so we do not address it. 

4 The district court also considered Johnson v. Canal Barge, 181 F. Supp. 3d 413 
(S.D. Tex. 2016).  There, the district court followed Coffin in holding that a vessel-based 
tankerman was a seaman despite his loading and unloading duties.  Id. at 418. 
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the product.”  Id.  The court held that the tankerman’s loading and unloading 
duties did not “aid in the operation of [a] vessel as a means of 
transportation.”  Id. at 704 (quoting 29 C.F.R. § 783.31); see also id. 
(“Workers who are primarily concerned with loading and unloading cargo 
are not, generally speaking, seamen.” (citing 29 C.F.R. § 783.36)). 

The defendant company in Owens argued that the loading and 
unloading was seaman’s work because “if a barge was loaded or unloaded 
improperly it could not be safely moved or towed, and could even break 
apart.”  Id.  The court rejected that “extremely broad and unsupportable 
construction of ‘aid in the operation’ of a ‘vessel as a means of 
transportation.’”  Id. 

Of course, the unloading and loading would have to be done in 
a safe or proper way, but that only prepares the vessel for 
navigation; it does not aid in its actual operation as a means of 
transportation.  A rule that includes within the definition of 
“seaman’s work” for FLSA purposes all work that prepares a 
vessel for navigation would include quite a few activities, most 
of which would not fit comfortably within a commonsense 
definition of “seaman’s work.”  And, [this] broad definition of 
“seaman’s work” neglects the primary purpose of the loading 
and unloading—to get cargo on or off the barge.  Even though 
Owens’s loading and unloading duties were technical, 
specialized, and had to be done properly in order to assure 
proper navigation of the barge, they were still primarily cargo 
loading and unloading duties. 

Id.; see also id. at 704 n.6 (noting that under the defendant’s definition, “a 
land-based worker who installs navigation equipment on vessels would be a 
seaman, as would a worker at a refueling dock—both tasks . . . aid in the 
operation of a vessel as a means of transportation to the same degree as 
loading or unloading cargo”). 

In contrast, we held that the vessel-based tankermen in Coffin were 
seamen.  There, the company was also in the business of shipping liquid cargo 
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on barges.  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 278.  The crew—including the plaintiff 
tankermen—lived and worked on the towboat and answered to the captain. 
The tankermen were responsible for the duties of a deckhand plus the 
“complex” process of loading and unloading the liquid from the barges.  Id.  
Those tankermen argued that their duties associated with loading and 
unloading were nonseaman work, “while acknowledging their many other 
duties” were those of a seaman.  Id. at 279. 

After identifying the Department’s criteria in 29 C.F.R. § 783.31, the 
court rejected another proposed categorical rule.  Just as the court had 
refused to adopt a “broad and unsupportable” construction of the regulation 
in Owens, 272 F.3d at 704, the court similarly declined the tankermen’s 
argument that “loading and unloading a vessel is always nonseaman work,” 
Coffin, 771 F.3d at 280.  Instead, the court emphasized that “we always 
consider the factual context when deciding whether an employee is exempt.”  
Id.  The court then highlighted that this is a case-specific inquiry:  

While the DOL regulations suggest that in many cases loading 
and unloading duties are nonseaman work, we recognized [in 
Owens] that such a rule cannot be categorical in the light of the 
DOL’s crucial qualification that the application of the seaman 
exemption “depends upon the character of the work [an 
employee] actually performs and not on what it is called or the 
place where it is performed.” 

Id. at 280–81 (quoting 29 C.F.R. § 783.33) (emphasis and second bracket in 
Coffin). 

Several critical factors distinguished the vessel-based tankermen in 
Coffin from the plaintiffs in Owens.  They “ate, slept, lived, and worked 
aboard [the] towboats,” and “worked at the direction of the captain.”  Id. at 
282.  Additionally, “their loading and unloading duties were integrated with 
their many other duties.”  Id. at 283.  But most important of all, “safe loading 
and unloading contributed to the efficient movement of the barge.”  Id. at 
282.  Indeed, we have since interpreted the distinction between Owens and 
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Coffin as coming down to “whether the ‘primary purpose’ of the particular 
individual’s work is safe navigation of the ship.”  Halle v. Galliano Marine 
Serv., L.L.C., 855 F.3d 290, 294 (5th Cir. 2017) (citing Owens, 272 F.3d at 
703–04; Coffin, 771 F.3d at 283–84). 

To underscore that importance, Coffin referred to the standards of 29 
C.F.R. § 783.36 as a rebuttable “presumption that loading and unloading 
duties are nonseaman work because those duties are usually performed by 
harbor-based personnel who have little to no role in the barge’s navigational 
mission.”  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 282 (citations omitted).  That presumption was 
overcome by the undisputed evidence in Coffin that the “vessel-based 
tankermen performed their loading and unloading duties with an eye toward 
navigation and were required to perform such duties safely so that the vessel 
could safely operate on inland and oceanic waterways.”  Id. at 284. 

2. 

Here, the plaintiffs were not doing seamen’s work when they were 
operating the cranes.  Yes, they were “subject to the authority, direction, and 
control of the master” of the vessel.  29 C.F.R. § 783.31.  Like the plaintiffs 
in Coffin, the employees here lived and worked on the liftboats and answered 
to the captain.  But the parties do not dispute that part of the test. 

The disputed question is whether their service operating the cranes 
was “offered to aid the vessel as a means of transportation.”  29 C.F.R. 
§ 783.31.  It was not.  To be sure, the plaintiffs performed many tasks that do 
satisfy that test.  When the boats were underway, they acted as a normal 
nautical crew.  And they remained responsible for their nautical tasks even 
when the boats were jacked up.  They attended safety meetings, cleaned up 
the liftboats, and performed regular inspections.  But unlike in Coffin, the 
plaintiffs’ loading and unloading duties were not “integrated with their many 
other duties.”  Coffin, 771 F.3d at 283.  Instead, once they finished their 
duties as the boat’s crew, the plaintiffs turned their attention exclusively to 
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operating the cranes.  It was as though they were performing two discrete 
jobs: upkeep of the boat and operation of the crane. 

The district court found that the “crane operations had implications 
for the seaworthiness and efficient movement of the vessel.”  That might be 
so, in the broadest sense; one false move of a hydraulic crane could certainly 
hazard the safety of the boat.  Yet that invokes the same “broad and 
unsupportable construction” of the regulation that we rejected in Owens, 272 
F.3d at 704.  The fact that the liftboats moved under their own power does 
not change the nature of the crane operations, particularly because the 
plaintiffs operated them only while the boats were stationary.  As we said in 
Owens, “unloading and loading . . . only prepares the vessel for navigation; it 
does not aid in its actual operation as a means of transportation.”  Id. 

In any event, the record evidence suggests the real danger was to 
personnel, not the liftboats.  The plaintiffs testified that it was critical to 
operate the cranes safely, mostly to avoid striking any personnel with the 
crane basket. But this merely reinforces common sense.  Unlike the 
tankerman in Coffin who “regularly walk[ed] his barge to make certain that 
the barge was level” for fear that it would “get stuck when traveling down a 
river or canal,” Coffin, 771 F.3d at 283–84, the liftboat crew’s safety concerns 
had less to do with the impact on the liftboats as boats than with the dangers 
incidental to hydraulic cranes as cranes.  In short, the use of the cranes was 
not in furtherance of the “safe navigation of the ship.”  Halle, 855 F.3d at 
294. 

C. 

Additionally, the loading and unloading duties do not address the 
plaintiffs’ other compelling framing of the issue: that they also used the 
cranes to support their customers’ industrial activities on the oil platforms.  
The plaintiffs point to W.D. Haden, a case involving dredge boat crew 
members.  Like the crew here and in Coffin, the dredge boat crew were “in 
the general sense seamen.”  W.D. Haden, 153 F.2d at 199.  They lived on 
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their vessels, stood watch, and could “be called on for any service like the 
ordinary sailor.”  Id.  Their nautical work involved “management of the 
dredge boat and barges as vessels,” whereas their industrial work involved 
“the mining and handling of shells . . . carried on by means of a floating 
mining plant.”  Id.  We held that they were not exempt seamen under the 
FLSA because their industrial work “clearly” dominated, while their 
nautical work was “incidental and occasional, taking but a small fraction of 
the work time.”  Id.; see 29 C.F.R. § 783.34 (citing W.D. Haden). 

All Coast argues W.D. Haden is “easily distinguished” because the 
dredge boats had no motive power of their own and were used only to dredge 
for shells.  See id. at 197–99.  That argument belies the finding that the crew 
indeed performed a nautical function; it was just outweighed by their 
industrial duties.  Id. at 199.  Still, it is undisputed that the employees in this 
case did not directly drill for oil and gas.  Nor does All Coast directly collect 
its customers’ spoils.  Instead, the charters pay All Coast for the support it 
renders, whether their drills produce oil or not. 

But purely industrial activity is not required.  In Dole v. Petroleum 
Treaters, this court held that plaintiffs who serviced and maintained oil wells 
were not exempt seamen, even though they “clearly [performed] some 
seamen duties in that they [operated] their vessels . . . between oil wells.”  
Dole, 876 F.2d at 521.  The plaintiffs spent at least half their time maintaining 
the wells.  That, we held, entitled them to FLSA overtime under W.D. 
Haden.  Id.  All Coast is correct that the liftboat crews never left their boats 
or conducted maintenance on the oil platforms.  But the liftboats spent even 
more time jacked up, adjacent to the oil platforms, than the Dole plaintiffs 
spent maintaining oil wells.  See id.  And there is no question that the liftboat 
crews used the cranes to support their customers’ maintenance efforts.  They 
delivered equipment to the platforms, held casings in place, placed divers in 
the water, and retrieved equipment that the divers placed in the crane 
baskets.  Like the plaintiffs in W.D. Haden and Dole, these were industrial 
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activities that had no bearing whatsoever on the liftboats’ operation or 
navigation. 

The Seventh Circuit’s analysis in Harkins v. Riverboat Services, 385 
F.3d 1099 (7th Cir. 2004), is also instructive.  There, the plaintiffs were 
crewmembers of a gambling riverboat.  “[T]hey were not waiters or 
croupiers, but instead were responsible for the operation of the ship.”  
Harkins, 385 F.3d at 1100.  But a curiosity of the ship’s operation was that it 
spent “at least 90 percent of its time moored to a pier in East Chicago.”  Id.  
As a result, “their life differ[ed] only slightly from that of ordinary casino 
workers.”  Id. 

The Seventh Circuit noted that the seaman exemption would not 
apply “in a case in which a person employed on a ship was engaged in 
activities that had no maritime tincture whatever.” Id. at 1103; see 29 C.F.R. 
§ 783.34 (“Concessionaires and their employees aboard a vessel” are 
generally not seamen.).  But “none of the plaintiffs [was] a croupier, cashier, 
bouncer, dealer, waiter, or entertainer; all [were] . . . members of the ship’s 
operating crew.”  Id.  So the court posed this critical question: 

We can ask the question this way: do the plaintiffs spend their 
time performing duties that are necessary to the operation of 
the Showboat because it is a ship or because it is a casino?  A 
blackjack dealer does not become a seaman by virtue of leaving 
his job at Harrah’s land-based casino and taking a job at 
Harrah’s riverboat casino, but likewise a helmsman does not 
cease to be a seaman because he transfers to a casino boat that 
spends most of its time moored. 

Id. at 1104 (citation omitted).5 

When we pose the same question here, the answer becomes obvious.  
Surely the crew members were not performing duties that were necessary to 

 

5 The plaintiffs’ appeal in Harkins followed a jury’s verdict in favor of the riverboat 
company, finding the plaintiffs were exempt seamen.  385 F.3d at 1101. 
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the operation of the liftboats as boats, but merely as platforms for the 
hydraulic cranes.  If the crew had only serviced the liftboats while they stood 
stationary next to the oil platforms, that would have been seamen’s work 
without question.  See id. at 1104.  But their use of the cranes had nothing to 
do with the operation of the liftboats—other than the obvious fact that they 
had brought the cranes with them.  There is no evidence in the record from 
which we could conclude that those activities aided the liftboats at all as a 
means of transportation.  Those tasks do not even meet the failed standard 
that they “prepare[d] the vessel for navigation.”  Owens, 272 F.3d at 704. 

Accordingly, we hold that the district court erred in granting summary 
judgment for All Coast.  As the district court said, because of the substantial 
amount of time the plaintiffs spent operating the cranes, “if crane 
operation—in this context—is not seaman’s work[,] then Plaintiffs . . . 
cannot qualify as seamen.”  It was not, and they cannot—not while they were 
operating the cranes.  We remand to the district court for further proceedings 
consistent with our holding. 

D. 

 It follows that All Coast was not entitled to summary judgment as to 
the cooks either.  Like any other crew member, a cook is a seaman “if, as is 
the usual case, [his] service is” “rendered primarily as an aid in the operation 
of such vessel as a means of transportation, provided he performs no 
substantial amount of work of a different character.”  29 C.F.R. §§ 783.31, 
32.  “A cook is usually a seaman because he usually cooks for seamen.” 
Martin v. Bedell, 955 F.2d 1029, 1036 (5th Cir. 1992).  But this is not the usual 
case for two reasons. 

 First, the district court must consider this question again in view of 
our holding that the liftboat crew members were not engaged in seamen’s 
work when operating the hydraulic cranes.  Our statement in Martin 
recognized a cook’s service to the vessel as a means of transportation by way 
of the crew he feeds.  See id.  If that crew is not serving the vessel as a means 
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of transportation, then neither is the cook.  Just as there is a fact issue on 
remand about the amount of time the crew spent operating the cranes, there 
is a corollary question about the amount of time the cooks spent in service to 
the vessel as a means of transportation. 

 Second, the district court must also consider how much time the cooks 
spent preparing food for All Coast’s chartered passengers.  The district court 
concluded in its summary judgment opinion that the cooks were seamen 
because “for every meal [they] cooked, All Coast crew members ate.”  But 
even if the crew members were exempt seamen (which we have held they 
were not), that finding alone does not support summary judgment.  The 
question is not so simple as whether All Coast crew members ate some of the 
food at each meal the cooks prepared.  Instead, the question is whether the 
cooks rendered a service that was “primarily [an] aid in the operation of such 
vessel as a means of transportation, provided [they] perform[ed] no 
substantial amount of work of a different character.”  29 C.F.R. § 783.31 
(emphasis added). 

 The regulations adopt a position that “such differing work is 
‘substantial’ if it occupies more than 20 percent of the time worked by the 
employee during the workweek.”  Id. § 783.37.  We have often recognized 
that 20 percent figure as a guide, even if we have not been quite so 
mathematically precise.  In Martin, we adopted the 20 percent figure outright 
when we remanded to the district court to “determine if the cooks spent 
more than 20 percent of their time preparing food for non-crew members.”  
Martin, 955 F.2d at 1036 (cleaned up).  In Owens, we applied a more flexible 
approach that eschewed “apply[ing] the twenty percent rule in a strict, 
mechanical fashion.”  Owens, 272 F.3d at 702 n.5.6  And in both Coffin and 

 

6 Our concern in Owens may have been colored by a conflation of the FLSA’s 
seaman exemption and seaman status under the Jones Act.  As we have said, “the definition 
of ‘seaman’ in the Jones Act is not equivalent to that in the FLSA.”  Halle, 855 F.3d at 294 
(citing Dole, 876 F.2d at 520).  Thus, we should not have been concerned in Owens that 
crew members who spent more than 20 percent of their time on differing work would “lose 
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Halle, we considered whether non-seaman’s work made up more than 
“approximately” 20 percent of an employee’s time.  See Halle, 855 F.3d at 
296 (citing Coffin, 771 F.3d at 279–80).  With the regulatory cutoff as a guide, 
a cook who spends more than roughly 20 percent of his time cooking for non-
crew members or, as here, crew members who are non-exempt seamen, has 
spent a “substantial” amount of time on differing work.  29 C.F.R. § 783.31. 

 The district court’s initial inquiry did not address that question.  It 
was not enough to say that the liftboat crew members ate at each meal the 
cooks prepared, because that did not address the amount of time the cooks 
devoted to the task.  The liftboats were usually manned by a crew of four. It 
is unclear from the record how many passengers they typically chartered to 
the rigs.  But suppose that there was an equal number of passengers and crew.  
Or, just as likely, suppose that the passengers outnumbered the crew.  
Perhaps a cook who must prepare food for the crew can double or triple his 
output without substantially increasing the cooking and prep time.  Then 
again, perhaps not. 

These fact questions preclude summary judgment for All Coast.  On 
remand, the district court will need to determine how much time the cooks 
spent preparing food for the crew when they were not performing seamen’s 
work, and how much time they spent preparing food for non-crew members.  
If that adds up to a “substantial” amount, then they, like the crane-operating 
crew members, were not doing seamen’s work.  See 29 C.F.R. § 783.31; 
Martin, 955 F.2d at 1036. 

 

their seaman status for the few weeks a year their vessels were in port.”  Owens, 272 F.3d 
at 702 n.5.  That concern betrayed a Jones Act inquiry irrelevant to the crew members’ 
entitlement to overtime pay under the FLSA, a betrayal emphasized by our citation to 
Chandris v. Latsis, a Jones Act case.  See id. (citing Chandris v. Latsis, 515 U.S. 347, 371–72 
(1995)). 
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IV. 

 For the foregoing reasons, we REVERSE the district court’s 
summary judgment and REMAND the case for further proceedings. 

Case: 19-30907      Document: 00515742514     Page: 19     Date Filed: 02/11/2021


